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The Tragic Io:  
Defining Identity in a Democratic Age
Emily K. Anhalt
Sarah Lawrence College
e  f
As the first generations of Athenians in the late 6th century BCE and throughout 
the 5th were learning to wield democratic government, Athenian tragic playwrights 
revised and reinterpreted archaic stories for their own new political moment.1 They 
cultivated the audience’s capacity for critical moral reflection by challenging certain-
ties both old and new.2 Aeschylus’ Suppliants (c. 463 BCE) and Prometheus Bound 
1 For the development of the polis and democracy, see especially Forrest (1966); Ostwald (1986); Ober 
(1989 and 1996); Hansen (1991); Raaflaub and Ober (2007); Hall (2007); and Meier (2012). Athens was 
not unique among Greek poleis ‘city-states’ in its development of democratic ideas: see, for e.g. Robin-
son (1997). Kurke (1997, p. 156), citing Morris (1996) considers the Athenian democracy part of a broader 
“panhellenic” process. For the role of the tragic festival in shaping Athenian ideology, see especially 
Goldhill (1990). Goldhill also explains that “tragedy’s paideusis can be located in the re-telling of the 
myths of the past for the democratic polis” (2000, p. 48). Regarding the tragedians’ reinterpretation 
of ancient myth and their anachronistic conflation of past and present, see especially Podlecki (1986, 
pp. 82-86); Herington (1986, p. 110); Meier (1993, p. 125). For the historical and political context of the 
Suppliants, see Mitchell (2006). Concerning the composition and diversity of 5th century audiences and 
the variety of responses, see Roselli (2011).
2 Sommerstein maintains that by the 5th century, myth was already “a powerful instrument of 
education and socialization” (2010, p. 117). Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides challenged not only 
ancient, traditional, non-democratic values but also the newly-emerging, radically democratic political 
ideals. For the competition between democratic and aristocratic ideology in tragedy, see, for e.g., 
Goldhill (1990 and 2000) and Griffith (1995, esp. p. 63, n. 3 and 109, n. 143). Concerning the contro-
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(possibly c. 456 BCE or later)3 both refashion archaic tales in dramatic form.4 The 
ancient myth of Io permeates both plays,5 and the basic plot of the tale remains the 
same: both present Io as the victim of Zeus’ lust,6 a girl turned into a cow and goaded 
versial question of whether tragedy “endorses,” “constructs,” or “questions” “Athenian civic ideology,” 
see especially Saïd (1998, pp. 281-284) and Cairns (2005). See also Euben (1990, pp. 18, 35-36, 51-55 and 
passim); Boegehold and Scafuro (1994); Ober (1999); Goldhill (1990 and 2000); Barker (2009, esp. pp. 
268-275). Goldhill finds tragedy’s questioning in tension with 5th century Athenian democratic ideology 
(e.g. 1990, pp. 124-129 and 2000, pp. 35, 46), but other scholars see questioning as central to democratic 
ideology (e.g. Ober [1996, pp. 142-143] and Pelling [1997, pp. 225-235]). Maintaining that “democracy 
is much more than a set of institutions; it is a way of thinking and acting in the world” (1997, p. 83) 
(and similarly Hansen [1992, p. 21]), Ober identifies “the symbiosis of democracy and criticism” (1996, 
pp. 142-143). Arguably, a distinctive but paradoxical feature of democratic ideology is that to question 
democratic ideals is to affirm them.
3 Concerning the question of Aeschylus’ authorship, see Griffith (1977 and 1984); Conacher (1980, pp. 
140-174); Saïd (1985); Gantz (1993, pp.158 and n. 14, 199-200 and n. 3); Bassi (2010, p. 84 and n. 41-45, with 
additional bibliography); Sommerstein (2010, pp. 228-234). Sommerstein concludes that the Prometheus 
Bound is “Aeschylean in concept but not in execution” (2010, p. 232). For the date of the Suppliants, Gar-
vie (1969) suggests the late 460s, Taplin (1977) suggests 466-459 BCE, Johansen and Whittle (1980) opt 
for 463 BCE, which Sommerstein also finds possible (2010, p. 96). Scullion (2002), however, argues for 
an earlier date of perhaps 475 BCE. For the date of the Prometheus Bound, see especially Flintoff (1986). 
Murray (1958) places the Prometheus Bound close to the Suppliants. Herington (1986) suggests 456 BCE 
as a likely date. Sommerstein, however, inclines toward a much later date, even as late as 431 BCE (2010, 
pp. 231-232 and n. 23). Regarding the relationship of these plays to their own trilogy, see, for e.g., Garvie 
(1969, pp. 188-211); Herington (1986, pp. 104-108, 171-177); West (1990, pp. 169-72); Gantz (1993, pp. 158, 
204-206); Zeitlin (1996, esp. pp. 160-171); Mitchell (2006, pp. 207-210); Sommerstein (2010, pp. 100-108 
and 224-228).
4 The characters in the Suppliants antedate Homer’s characters by several generations, and Homer 
refers to the Greeks often as Danaans, i.e. “descendants of Danaus” (e.g. Il. 1.42, 9.34; Od. 1.350, etc.), 
Gantz observes that “an extensive tradition” regarding the myth of the Aigyptioi and the Danaides 
predates Aeschylus (1993, p. 203). The Danaid Chorus themselves assert the legendary status of Io’s 
story (e.g. Supp. 531-533), and Hesiod apparently told the story of Danaus and his daughters (frs. 127−129 
M–W; PEG fr. 1). Pindar also references the story (Pyth. 9.112-117). For details of the Danaid myth, see 
Garvie (1969, pp. 131 n. 3, 138−139, 177−179, 180); Johansen and Whittle (1980, vol. 1, pp. 44−46); Sommer-
stein (2010, pp. 100-108). Hesiod gives a substantive account of the story of Prometheus in his Theogony 
(Th. 521-616) and Works and Days (W&D 42-105). Apollodorus 2.12ff. provides a detailed, but much later, 
account.
5 Bednarowski argues that a 5th century audience would probably have been familiar with the story of 
Danaus and his daughters (2010, esp. pp. 204-205, 208). Bassi makes a similar claim about the stories of 
Io and of Prometheus (2010, p. 89). Herington observes that in the Suppliants, the theme of Io “forms 
a kind of secondary plot on the lyric level, above and behind the development of the dramatic action” 
(1986, p. 99).
6 Although references to Zeus’ intercourse with Io are absent from the Prometheus Bound (Gantz 
[1993, pp. 200-201]).
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from Greece to Egypt by a maddening fly. In the Suppliants, as a repeated choral 
reference to establish the Danaids’ inherited, biological identity, Io serves to foster a 
political crisis and promote conflict. In the Prometheus Bound, as a sentient victim of 
divine cruelty, Io exemplifies a connection between experience and knowledge and 
foreshadows a resolution of violent conflict. A catalyst for conflict in the first play 
and a constructive role model in the second, the depiction of Io exposes exclusive 
veneration of hereditary identity as a potential source of violence, experience as a po-
tential source of knowledge, and individual choice and behavior as a potential source 
of understanding and conflict resolution. In prompting consideration of the nature 
of individual identity, these two versions of the story of Io appear to reflect and 
even promote an attitude shift accompanying 5th century Athens’ novel democratic 
political experiment. Together, they undermine a traditional, aristocratic admiration 
for identity defined by kinship ties and cultivate a democratic, more egalitarian ap-
preciation for the constructive potential of identity defined by individual experience 
and conduct.
In the Suppliants, Io never appears onstage, but the Danaids use her story to 
justify their claim to kinship with the Argives.7 Seeking asylum in Argos to es-
cape marriage to their Egyptian cousins, the Danaids identify Io as the source and 
emblem of their own descent from Argive blood, claiming that their γένος “race” 
derives from οἰστροδόνου βοὸς “the gadfly-driven cow” (Supp. 16-17).8 They refer 
to Io as προγόνου βοὸς “ancestral cow” (Supp. 42) and σεμνᾶς ματρὸς “august 
mother” (Supp. 141, 151). Calling on Zeus and Io (163ff.), the Danaids suggest that 
Zeus will justly incur blame if he now fails to honor τὸν τᾶς βοὸς παῖδ᾽ “the child 
of the cow” (Supp. 170). To the Argive king Pelasgus, the Danaids insist Ἀργεῖαι 
γένος/ ἐξευχόμεσθα, σπέρματ᾽ εὐτέκνου βοός “We proclaim that we are Argive as 
to our race, off-spring of the cow who had many fine children” (Supp. 274-275). They 
conclude their account of Io’s descendants (Supp. 313-324) by telling the king εἰδὼς 
δ᾽ ἁμὸν ἀρχαῖον γένος /πράσσοις ἂν ὡς Ἀργεῖον ἀνστήσῃς στόλον “Knowing 
my ancient race, you could act as one encountering an Argive band” (Supp. 323-324). 
They insist that Io establishes their kinship with the Argives (Supp. 330-332, 651-652), 
a claim their father corroborates (Supp. 496-498, 983-984).9 They are certain that 
7 For the ritual and gender associations of the Danaids, see Foley (2001, esp. pp. 28, 53-54 and n. 121).
8 All textual citations of the Greek are from the Oxford Classical Text of Page (1972). The translations 
are my own attempts at literal (not poetic) renderings.
9 But cf. Wohl (2010, pp. 416-422), who reduces the significance of the Danaids’ bloodline in order to 
argue that the play turns their story into “a reassuring tale of Greek men saving Egyptian women from 
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descent from Io entitles them to Zeus’ support (Supp. 531-542, 588-589).
Prioritizing Io’s bloodline, the Danaids present the ancestor of their γένος 
“race” as an innocent victim of divine lust and cruelty, capable of little active agen-
cy. The Danaids emphasize Io’s passivity as they tell her tale to Pelasgus: born in 
Argos and a servant in Hera’s temple, Io is desired and raped by Zeus, turned into 
a cow by Hera, raped again by Zeus in bull’s form, guarded by the hundred-eyed 
Argos, goaded from the land by a gadfly, and impregnated by Zeus (Supp. 274-324). 
Later, re-telling the tale of Io’s flight from Argos to Egypt (Supp. 525-599), the Da-
naids insist on both her passivity and her lack of mental control, since Ἰὼ /οἴστρωι 
ἐρεθομένα /φεύγει ἁμαρτίνοος “urged by the gadfly, Io flees, erring in her mind” 
(Supp. 540-542). In the Danaids’ account, Io takes no active control of her situation, 
arriving in Egypt still μαινομένα πόνοις ἀτί- /μοις ὀδύναις τε κεντροδα- /λήτισι, 
θυιὰς Ἥρας “maddened by dishonorable, unavenged griefs and goading pains, a 
frenzied Bacchante of Hera” (Supp. 562-564).10 The Danaids continue to emphasize 
Io’s passivity, as they describe her as πολύπλαγκτον ἀθλίαν /οἰστροδόνητον 
“much wandering, wretched, driven wild by the gadfly” (Supp. 572-573). In the Da-
naids’ version of Io’s tale, her eventual release comes not from her own agency, but 
only when ἀπημάντωι σθένει /καὶ θείαις ἐπιπνοίαις /παύεται “she is stopped by 
the unharmed might and divine breath” of Zeus (Supp. 576-578).11
The Danaids’ interest in Io as a passive marker of blood-kinship exposes the 
inconsistency and hypocrisy of their conception of kinship obligations. By recalling 
the story of Io and claiming that they are entitled to protection as blood-kin, the 
women paradoxically suggest that the first rape retroactively accomplishes a good 
purpose, justifying their current right to asylum. They acknowledge that Io’s suffer-
ing results and terminates in procreation (Supp. 313-324), but their own rejection of 
marriage means a refusal to procreate themselves and continue their kinship line.12 
Egyptian men” (p. 422). Conversely, see Mitchell for a nuanced discussion of the role of kinship in the 
Suppliants (2006, e.g. p. 205).
10 As compared to the description of Io’s journey in the Prometheus Bound (PB 703-746; 786-815), the 
Danaids’ less detailed account (Supp. 540-564) correlates with their main interest in Io as a marker of 
their kinship connection to Argos. For contrasts between the two portraits of the journey see, for e.g., 
White (2001, p. 116) and Sommerstein (2010, pp. 214, 267).
11 Regarding the portrait of Zeus in the Suppliants and Prometheus Bound see, for e.g., White (2001, 
pp. 107-109); Wohl (2010, p. 425); Sommerstein (2010, pp. 218-219, 267).
12 Gantz notes “the somewhat paradoxical appeal to a god’s lust as grounds for preserving females 
from further lust” (1993, p. 204). Regarding the Danaids’ fear of sex and childbirth, see Bachvarova (2013, 
esp. pp. 432-433).
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They evoke Io repeatedly to establish their own identity as Argive by birth and to 
justify their claim to asylum, but their understanding of this biological relationship 
apparently entails no reciprocal obligations on their part, as it does not prevent them 
from threatening to imperil their Argive kin. They allude to Io as they consider 
suicide (Supp. 154-166), and they insist that Zeus will incur δικαίοις ψόγοις “just 
censure” (Supp. 168-169), if he fails to honor them as the descendants of the child 
he himself engendered in the cow (Supp. 168-174). But since they threaten to hang 
themselves from the images of the temple gods (457-465), the Argive king Pelasgus 
understands that they threaten pollution and consequent destruction to the Argives 
(472-473).13
The Danaids’ use of Io to validate this hypocritical and threatening concept 
of their inherited, biological identity promotes the central political conflict in the 
play.14 Io’s identity as the Danaids’ ancestor exacerbates the political crisis for the 
Argive king Pelasgus, whose kinship obligations to protect the Danaids conflict with 
his kinship obligations to protect the Argive populace. Pelasgus understands that 
acknowledging the Danaids’ descent from Io and consequent blood kinship to the 
Argives will prompt war, telling the women βαρέα σύ γ᾽ εἶπας, πόλεμον ἄρασθαι 
νέον “you, at any rate, have spoken grievous and weighty things, to raise (the threat 
of ) a new war” (Supp. 342). Referring to the women by the oxymoron ἀστοξένων 
13 For negative interpretations of the Danaids’ threats, see especially Murray (1958, p. 79); Kitto (1961, 
p. 11); Burian (2007, p. 205); Johansen and Whittle (1980, vol 2, p. 360); Herington (1986, pp. 107-109); 
Conacher (1996, p. 91), cf. Belfiore (2000, p. 42); Sommerstein (2010, pp. 96-98, 267, 290), although Som-
merstein attributes greatest responsibility to the Danaids’ “cynically manipulative father” (p. 305). Other 
critics minimize the negative view of the threats: e.g. Mackinnon (1978, p. 77); Parker (1983, p. 312). Wohl 
maintains more generally that the Suppliants depicts “female agency as a threat” (2010, pp. 419-420). 
Bachvarova argues vs. Turner (2001, pp. 40-48) that the Danaids’ threats “allude to and invert themes 
proper to nymph cult” (2009, p. 290), but Foley maintains that the Danaids opt to preserve conventional 
female behavior, citing Supp. 195-203 and 724-725 (2001, p. 122). Bednarowski suggests that Aeschylus 
may have invented the detail of the Danaids’ threats as a challenge to the audience’s expectations (2010, 
pp. 202-204).
14 Herodotus similarly associates Io’s tale with violent political conflict but includes no allusion to 
problematic or competing kinship obligations. Herodotus offers two rationalizing, non-supernatural ac-
counts of Io’s rape as a catalyst for violent conflict: the Persians depict Io as passive and inarticulate, as 
the Danaids portray her in the Suppliants, but do not mention Io’s descendants (Hist. 1.1-2). By contrast, 
the Phoenicians describe a willing and subsequently pregnant Io making choices for herself (Hist. 1.5), 
but unlike the Prometheus Bound, neither of these non-Greek accounts permits Io to articulate her own 
experience. Herodotus’ non-Greek rationalizing versions of Io’s tale pose no challenge or alternative to a 
conception of identity derived exclusively from blood-kinship.
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“citizen-foreigners” or “citizen-guestfriends” (Supp. 356),15 he anxiously wishes that 
εἴη δ᾽ ἄνατον πρᾶγμα τοῦτ᾽ ἀστοξένων, /μηδ᾽ ἐξ ἀέλπτων κἀπρομηθήτων 
πόλει /νεῖκος γένηται· τῶν γὰρ οὐ δεῖται πόλις “this matter of the citizen-for-
eigners be harm-free, and that strife not occur for the city from these unhoped-for 
and unforeseen things; for the city does not need these things” (Supp. 356-358).16 
But the Danaids remind him that ἀμφοτέρους ὁμαίμων τάδ᾽ ἐπισκοπεῖ /Ζεὺς 
ἑτερορρεπής “Zeus, who makes now one side and now another preponderate, over-
sees these matters for both (sets) of kinsmen” (Supp. 402-403). Foreseeing the in-
evitable conflict (Supp. 439-442; 468-471), Pelasgus recognizes the risk of shedding 
ὅμαιμον αἷμα “kindred blood” (Supp. 449).17 A decision to protect the Danaids will 
result in war between the Argives and the Egyptians (who are similarly related, bi-
ologically, via Io, to the Danaids and the Argives), but Danaus reassures his daugh-
ters that the Argives μαχοῦνται περὶ σέθεν, σάφ᾽ οἶδ᾽ ἐγώ “will fight concerning 
you, I know it assuredly” (Supp. 740). The play’s conclusion prefigures the violence 
still to come in the mythical tale, as the Danaids pray for Zeus to prevent γάμον 
δυσάνορα /δάιον “a hostile marriage with a bad husband” (Supp. 1062-1064) and 
to give κράτος “power” to women (Supp. 1068-1069).18 These two prayers frame and 
undercut their reference to Zeus’ release of Io from suffering (Supp. 1064-1067).19 
Following the defeat of the Argives, the Danaids will ultimately marry their cousins 
the Aegyptioi, and all but one of them will murder her husband on their wedding 
night.20
In their references to Io as their biological ancestor, their threats against their 
own kin, and their instigation of violence, the Danaids in the Suppliants expose the 
potential for violent conflict inherent in defining identity by heredity rather than by 
15 Zeitlin considers the term “an excellent metaphor for the ambiguities of women’s social status in 
the community” (1996, p. 125 and n. 6). For the play’s depiction of the Danaids as “both insiders and 
outsiders” (p. 212), aligned with the Argives by blood, but physically different, see Mitchell (2006, pp. 
210-218). For the ambiguity of the Danaids’ role in Argos, see also Foley (2001, pp. 54-55).
16 For the portrait of Argos and Pelasgus, see Mitchell (2006, pp. 218-220).
17 Bednarowski (2010, p. 205).
18 Bednarowski identifies the foreshadowing of violence in the final ode of the Suppliants (2011, esp. 
pp. 555, 569-578).
19 Bachvarova points out that “Io’s suffering was resolved through the birth of a son” (2013, p. 433), but 
in the play’s current situation the Danaids’ claim to descent from Io fosters conflict. 
20 Detienne (1988); Gantz (1993, pp. 204-206); Zeitlin (1996, pp. 123-124); Bednarowski (2011, pp. 555, 
575). In the Prometheus Bound, Prometheus also details the murderous violence to come (PB 860-863), 
telling the story in passing (PB 853-869).
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individual conduct. The portrait of Io in the Prometheus Bound, however, emphasiz-
es the potential for harmony implicit in defining identity, conversely, as the active 
pursuit of knowledge and understanding. In the Suppliants, the Danaids portray 
Io as a passive marker of blood-kinship, but the Prometheus Bound features Io as a 
character capable of articulating her individual experience of her own suffering.21 
Still tormented by the gadfly, she cries out in pain repeatedly as she encounters 
Prometheus (PB 565-602). Narrating her own story (PB 640-686), Io expresses her 
feelings, claiming that καίτοι καὶ λέγουσ᾽ αἰσχύνομαι /θεόσσυτον χειμῶνα καὶ 
διαφθορὰν /μορφῆς “I am ashamed even speaking of the divine-sent storm and 
the destruction of my form” (PB 642-644). She relates the misery of nightly dreams 
telling her of Zeus’ lust (PB 645-657). Detailing her father’s inquiry of the oracles and 
his eventual decision to drive her out, Io reveals her own perspective as well as her 
father’s, since τοιοῖσδε πεισθεὶς Λοξίου μαντεύμασιν /ἐξήλασέν με κἀπέκλῃσε 
δωμάτων /ἄκουσαν ἄκων “persuaded by these oracles of Loxias, he drove me 
away and shut me out of his halls, against my will, against his will” (PB 669-671). 
She shows her awareness of her own appearance and others’ reaction to it, describing 
her transformation into a cow, ὡς ὁρᾶτ᾽ “as you see” (PB 674). (Contrast the exter-
nal perspective implicit in the Danaids’ description of Io as ὄψιν ἀήθη “an unusual 
sight” at Supp. 567.) Her emotional account features her own subjective impressions, 
as she identifies the gadfly as ὀξυστόμωι “sharp-stinging” (PB 673-674), describes 
her erstwhile pursuer Argos as ἄκρατος ὀργὴν “untempered and excessive as to 
his temper” (PB 678), and insists that οἰστροπλὴξ δ᾽ ἐγὼ /μάστιγι θείαι γῆν πρὸ 
γῆς ἐλαύνομαι “I, gadfly-stung by the divine scourge, am driven from land to land” 
(PB 681-682).
This articulate Io in the Prometheus Bound contrasts not only with the pas-
sive figure described by the Danaids in the Suppliants, but also with the Danaids’ 
own actions as autonomous agents, since this Io actively seeks knowledge and un-
derstanding. The Danaids’ conception of identity as purely hereditary gives them 
absolute certainty; they act without question, seek no additional information, and 
show no awareness of or concern for the predicaments of others. But Io enters the 
Prometheus Bound asking questions. Encountering Prometheus chained to the rock, 
she wonders τίς γῆ; τί γένος; τίνα φῶ λεύσσειν /τόνδε χαλινοῖς ἐν πετρίνοισιν /
χειμαζόμενον; “What land is this? What race? Whom am I to say is this man that 
21 Scott observes that Io is “the sole representative of mankind” in the Prometheus Bound (1987, p. 91). 
Scholars have tended to concentrate on Io in this play as evidence for or against an understanding of 
Zeus’ behavior as tyrannical, e.g. Herington (1986, p. 168) vs. White (2001, p. 130 and n. 88).
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I see tempest-tossed in rocky bridles?” (PB 561-563, repeating her initial question at 
577). Io understands that human actions have consequences, because she repeatedly 
asks what Prometheus did to deserve his suffering (PB 564, 614, 620) as well as what 
she herself did to deserve hers (PB 577-581). She knows, too, that knowledge and hu-
man effort might ease or end suffering, as she asks Prometheus to give her a clear in-
dication of what remains for her to suffer (PB 605-606) and how she might be cured, 
insisting τί μῆχαρ, ἢ τί φάρμακον νόσου; /δεῖξον, εἴπερ οἶσθα, / θρόει, φράζε 
τᾶι δυσπλάνωι παρθένωι “what contrivance or drug is there for the disease? Show 
it, if indeed you know, utter it, declare it to the maiden wandering in misery” (PB 
606-608). She also wants to know the time-limit of her miserable wandering (PB 
622-623). Despite Prometheus’ insistence that τὸ μὴ μαθεῖν σοι κρεῖσσον ἢ μαθεῖν 
τάδε “not knowing these things is better for you than knowing” (PB 624), and his 
claim that σὰς δ᾽ ὀκνῶ θράξαι φρένας “I shrink from troubling your thoughts” (PB 
628), Io repeatedly seeks to know the truth (PB 625, 627, 629, 683-686, 779).
Io’s narration of her own experience produces some positive benefits, as the 
reactions of the Chorus and Prometheus imply. The Chorus suggest that in tell-
ing her own story, Io can bring them pleasure (ἡδονῆς PB 631), and Prometheus 
acknowledges Io’s capacity to do this, saying σὸν ἔργον, Ἰοῖ, ταῖσδ᾽ ὑπουργῆσαι 
χάριν “the work is yours, Io, to do these women a favor” (PB 635). Although her 
tale provokes revulsion and terror (687-695), the Chorus also recognize the healing 
power of knowledge, as they urge Prometheus λέγ᾽, ἐκδίδασκε: τοῖς νοσοῦσί τοι 
γλυκὺ /τὸ λοιπὸν ἄλγος προυξεπίστασθαι τορῶς “Speak, teach thoroughly. To 
the sick, you know, it is sweet to thoroughly understand clearly beforehand the re-
maining suffering” (PB 698-699).
Io’s experience in the play affirms this Choral claim, since her quest for knowl-
edge brings her a measure of understanding and even comfort. Knowledge of the 
suffering and experiences to come (PB 703-746; 786-815) forewarns and empowers 
her to avoid additional dangers (e.g. PB 712; 715; 718; 730-731; 804; 807).22 Her pursuit 
of knowledge brings her the reassurance that mortals will always remember her 
story and that her crossing will give the Bosporous its name (PB 732-734). And Pro-
metheus tells her: χρόνον δὲ τὸν μέλλοντα πόντιος μυχός, /σαφῶς ἐπίστασ᾽, 
Ἰόνιος κεκλήσεται, /τῆς σῆς πορείας μνῆμα τοῖς πᾶσιν βροτοῖς “know clearly 
22 But contrast White, who finds both positive and negative force in “the gifts of Prometheus” (2001, 
pp. 121, 133, 136-138). Scott (1987, pp. 91-94) and Sommerstein (2010, pp. 216, 277) see no positive benefits 
resulting from Io’s behavior and foreknowledge, although Scott explains that Prometheus gives Io 
“perspective” (1987, p. 93). This “promethean” perspective comes, however, not by chance but only as the 
result of Io’s own questioning and her determination to discover the truth.
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that for future time that recess of the sea will be called ‘Ionian,’ a memorial to all 
mortals of your crossing” (PB 839-841). Io also learns the limit of her wandering, as 
Prometheus explains that she will reach the Nile delta οὗ δὴ τὴν μακρὰν ἀποικίαν, 
/Ἰοῖ, πέπρωται σοί τε καὶ τέκνοις κτίσαι “where, Io, it has been fated for you and 
your children to found a long-standing colony” (PB 814-815). The Prometheus Bound 
acknowledges the significance of Io’s bloodline, since Io discovers that Prometheus’ 
rescuer will be her descendant (PB 771-774; 848-874),23 but the revelation comes only 
as the consequence of Io’s questioning.
Io’s successful pursuit and acquisition of knowledge exposes the play’s com-
plex portrait of the relationship between knowledge and power, since knowledge 
fortifies Io’s endurance without empowering her to change her destiny. As a knowl-
edge-seeking, autonomous agent, Io confers some pleasure and gains some peace 
of mind, but she remains unable to alter events. And yet, her conduct validates the 
constructive potential of identity understood as the sum of individual experience 
shaped by the pursuit of knowledge, since her example foreshadows a resolution 
of the play’s central conflict between Zeus and Prometheus.24 Zeus’ absolute power 
remains precarious because he lacks the knowledge that only Prometheus can pro-
vide.25 The Prometheus Bound promises a resolution of this problem repeatedly and 
from the outset (e.g. PB 26-27; 186-192; 258; 508-514; 771-772). But only Io’s question-
ing makes Prometheus reveal the secret that Zeus must learn in order to retain pow-
er, a secret that he can only learn by reconciling with Prometheus (PB 757-770).26 The 
conclusion of the play connects knowledge to experience, and evokes the possibility 
of Justice, as Prometheus calls to his mother and the upper air, crying, ἐσορᾶις μ᾽ ὡς 
ἔκδικα πάσχω “you see how I am suffering unjustly!” (PB 1093).27
23 The story of Io and Heracles does not seem to have been connected to the Prometheus myth before 
the Prometheus Bound, so this element may be the playwright’s innovation (Conacher [1980, pp. 15-20]; 
Griffith [1983, p. 189]).
24 Herington identifies Io’s experience as a model for Prometheus and Heracles, symbolizing a move-
ment “from present torment to ultimate peace and fulfillment” (1986, pp. 173-174). White also connects 
Io’s exit to the trilogy’s resolution (2001, p. 122). But cf. Bassi, who considers Io instead “a transitional 
figure from the dramatized scene of crime and punishment to the projected scene of torture and inter-
rogation” (2010, pp. 92-93).
25 Herington defines the opposition between Zeus and Prometheus as an opposition “between brute 
force and the powers of the mind” (1986, p. 169).
26 If Zeus has sex with a goddess that he is currently pursuing, she will produce a son stronger than 
his father, who will overthrow Zeus (PB 757-770).
27 Cf. White’s argument that Prometheus deserves his punishment (2001, p. 129) and that neither 
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These two interpretations of the ancient tale of Io exemplify the malleability of 
Greek myth and the “democratizing” force of tragedy in its capacity to evoke critical 
moral reflection.28 Mythical tales naturally induce objectivity and creativity, because 
the audience may have no vested interest in the story’s outcome and can approach 
the issues without passion or partisanship. The Suppliants demonstrates the poten-
tially destructive consequences of an aristocratic conception of identity derived ex-
clusively from biological heredity, as the Danaids’ references to Io’s bloodline justify 
and promote violent conflict. Conversely, the portrait of Io in the Prometheus Bound 
demonstrates the potentially constructive force of a more egalitarian conception of 
identity derived from conduct, as Io’s experience and behavior produces knowledge 
and prefigures the possibility of reconciliation.
In prompting consideration of the nature of individual identity, these two ver-
sions of the story of Io appear to reflect and even promote an attitude shift accom-
panying 5th-century Athens’ novel democratic political experiment. Together, they 
affirm ideals necessary to the constructive functioning of democratic political insti-
tutions. They challenge an ancient, aristocratic confidence in the value of hereditary 
allegiances and posit, instead, an essentially democratic, more egalitarian interest in 
knowledge derived from experience, and in conflict resolution resulting from indi-
vidual conduct.29 As a passive symbol of blood kinship, Io embodies a problem; as a 
knowledge-seeking autonomous agent, she constitutes a constructive role model.30 
While sectarian violence based on kinship allegiances continues to ravage the mod-
ern world, we can recognize in these two versions of Io’s tale a beneficial understand-
ing of identity crucial to conceiving and promoting a successful democratic society.
gods nor mortals can yet understand Zeus’ “new justice” (2001, p. 133). But White nevertheless defines 
this development as a departure from the primacy of kinship relationships, arguing that “the implicit 
theodicy of the play, then, is less ethnocentric than ethocentric, its ideology not tribalist but exception-
alist” (2001, pp. 139-140).
28 See note 2 above.
29 Mitchell asserts that autocratic power in archaic and classical Greece was largely “family-based” 
(2013, pp. 91-118).
30 But cf. Bassi’s understanding of the Io of the Prometheus Bound as “a figure for the dehumanizing 
effects of state-inflicted pain, epitomized in the gradual loss of human speech” (2010, p. 93).
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The Gesta Romanorum:  
Stories for all seasons, all levels
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e  f
Ait imperator: “Quid facis? Cur malum pro bono reddis?” 
Ait serpens: “Quod natura dedit, nemo tollere potest. 
Et ideo secundum naturam facio.”
This is one of the punch lines for story 57, De rege serpentem solvente. It’s a perfect ex-
emplum of the Gesta stories: there’s a moral (not religious!), a talking animal, royalty, 
and a confusion of internal vs. external logic. Snakes act according to their nature 
and they tell the king that, and anyway, how is a snake able to talk?
The Gesta Romanorum, or Deeds of the Romans, has no specific author; rath-
er, it is collection of stories with morals added, part of the “the exemplum tradi-
tion identified with Franciscan and Benedictine preaching orders in England and 
southern Germany.”1 The Latin manuscripts that we have date from the early 14th 
century. There were many versions, with up to 223 stories; not all versions use the 
same numbering system for the stories. The text was definitely popular during the 
medieval and Renaissance periods. Peter Alphonsus’ Disciplina Clericalis has several 
of these stories; he wrote around 1100 CE. For some sources of these stories, please 
1  Hope (1997, pp. 353-363).
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see the Bibliography.
Despite the emphasis on preaching and morals, the stories can stand by them-
selves as just good folk tales. In fact, this is probably the genesis of the stories – en-
tertaining folk tales that later had a whitewash of morality or religion added either 
to the story or to the moral. Certainly, animal fables, adulterous women, adventures, 
and magic are timeless story elements. The combination of sources - Old and New 
Testament (Elijah and the Rabbi, Esther, saints), Greek myth and legend (especially 
Ovid), history (Valerius Maximus, Pliny), Eastern tales (many things happen in 
Babylon) as well as local tales - makes these stories so much fun to read, and such an 
interesting window on the medieval world and mind.
This collection of tales from classical, oriental, and unknown sources, with a 
moralization in the form of an allegory attached to each, was evidently first com-
piled as a help for preachers, who used them to add force and interest to their ser-
mons, perhaps even to arouse their hearers from drowsiness.2
Medieval logic in these stories is quite different from our modern logic; it is an 
internal logic, not an external one. For example: who would care if one turned over 
a fish in a dish (#200), and why would that be punished by death? Laws about adul-
tery are equally bizarre: in #4, the law states that if a woman is raped, she can either 
have the man killed or she can marry him without a dowry. Yet the laws must be 
obeyed, even if the protagonist did a good deed: in #142, a soldier saves the kingdom 
by using the weapons of a dead hero, which were never supposed to be touched; even 
though he saves the kingdom, he is killed because he violated the law. John Weld, in 
his essay,3 notes these problems:
Inconsistencies are fairly common, however, in all versions of the 
Gesta. Aside from the characteristic inconsistencies of oral narrative in 
characterization or motivation, there are, more puzzling to the modern 
reader, inconsistencies in the allegory and discrepancies between the 
implications of the narrative and its allegorical meaning. The twelfth tale, 
of Focus the smith, exemplifies both kinds. Focus himself, who threatens 
the magic image if it reveals his trespass, is first equated with evil men 
who threaten preachers if they speak the truth, but when he is brought 
before the emperor and explains his actions, he is identified as every good 
2  Bourne (1923, pp. 345-376).
3  Weld (1973, p. 5).
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Christian. The emperor, furthermore, is clearly established as a fallible 
human being who is ignorant of hidden crimes in his kingdom and 
changes his mind after hearing Focus’s excuse, yet he is explained to be 
Christ, and Focus, though he has been brought to judgment for a failure 
to worship, has, in the allegory, been worshipping Father and Son as every 
good Christian should.
The modern reader must in any case accept these stories as a fact of medieval and 
Renaissance literary life, and once the outrage has passed, he may begin to antici-
pate the puzzles set by the narrative texts and to guess at their solution with some 
pleasure.
Riddles and word play are also very important. Thus, in story #66, Alius dixit: 
“Heri Alexander populo imperabat, hodie populus imperat illi,” (Yesterday Alexander 
was ruling the people, today the people rule him) there is an excellent use of polyp-
toton, not to mention synchesis and chiasmus. 
These stories are great to use with students who have finished the grammar and 
are ready to read authentic literature. Some Medieval words have different meanings 
from classical usage (quod often means “that” and can be omitted; quidem no longer 
means “a certain” but perhaps “a”. Some variants in spelling appear too: cepit for co-
epit, a for ae, etc.). Once you get the hang of it, you will find the stories entertaining 
and rewarding.
As a short example of a story, here is the complete story #57. The first version 
has notes, and the second is my translation of the story.
Cap. 57. De rege serpentem4 solvente.
Legitur de quodam imperatore, qui a casu5 per quandam silvam transiit, in-
venit serpentem a pastoribus captum et ad arborem alligatum6. Qui pietate motus 
eum solvit7 et in sinu8 calefacere9 fecit. Cum esset calefactus, incepit mordere10 . 
Ait imperator: “Quid facis? Cur malum pro bono reddis?” 
4  serpentem: serpens, serpentis, m, snake.
5  a casu = casu.
6  alligatam: alligo, are, bind.
7  solvit: solvo, solvere, free, loosen, pay.
8  sinu: sinus, us, lap.
9  calefacere: calefacio, ere, become warm [calidus + facere].
10  mordere: mordeo, ere, bite.
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Ait serpens: “Quod natura dedit, nemo tollere potest. Et ideo secundum11 natu-
ram facio.” 
Qui ait: “Bonum tibi feci, et illud mihi male solvis.” 
Illis sic contendentibus vocatus est quidam philosophus, ut esset iudex, et ei 
totum processum12 narravit. 
Ait philosophus: “De hac causa per auditum ignoro13 iudicare, sed volo, ut ser-
pens ligetur14 ut prius, et tunc iudicium dabo.” Et sic factum est. 
Tunc ait philosophus: “Serpens si potest evadere, discedat! Et tu, imperator, 
noli amplius laborare, ut serpentem solvas, quia semper facit quod natura dedit!”
A B O U T  T H E  K I N G  F R E E I N G  T H E  S E R P E N T
It is written about a [certain] emperor, who by chance crossed through a [cer-
tain] forest, [who] found a snake caught by shepherds and bound to a tree. Who, 
moved by piety, freed him and made him warm in his lap. When he had been made 
warm, he becan to bite.
Said the emperor: “What are you doing? Why do you return evil for good?”
Said the snake: “What nature has given, no one is able to lift/remove. And thus 
I do according to nature.”
Who [emperor] said: “I did good for you, and you pay me badly.” [lit: you pay 
that badly to me].
As they are thus arguing, a [certain] philosopher was called, to be the judge, 
and he told the whole story to him.
Said the philosopher: “I do not know how to judge concerning this case as it 
is heard, but I want the snake bound as before, and then I will give judgment.” And 
thus it was done.
Then the philosopher said: “If the snake is able to escape, let him depart! And 
you, emperor, don’t work further to free the snake, because he always does what 
nature has given!”
This story is such a pleasure because it has so much to say about the Medieval 
11  secundum: according to.
12  processum: processus, us, story.
13  ignoro: ignoro, are, not know.
14  ligetur: ligo, are, bind.
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world. First, it is a classic story, sometimes told with a snake carrying a mouse, or 
a fox carrying a scorpion, etc. This story also appears in Aesop’s Fables 83, Babrius 
143 and many other versions.15 This story appears in Peter Alphonsus’ Disciplina 
Clericalis as story 5.16 The very fact that so many Medieval versions abound testifies 
to its universality.
Philosophically we can see this as nature vs. nurture: is it our nature which rules 
our actions, or can we be taught or trained not to follow our nature by a different up-
bringing? This is very important, since the Medieval Church taught that you should 
deny those desires of this world and put your sights on the next; thus, you can be 
trained not to follow your nature. Snakes, being animals and devoid of reason, do 
according to their nature; humans can reason and learn from their mistakes.
Finally, the use of language in this story shows elegance and medieval usage. 
There is a good example of polyptoton: solvere in lines 2, 6, and 12. The use of ait, 
instead of inquit with direct quotes, is also post classical. The forms of quidam have 
lost their classical meaning and now simply mean “a.” In line 3, caleficere fecit uses 
facio in two ways: he made him become warm. That is also a more vernacular use, 
since the infinitive with facio is not common in classical Latin.17
In summary, these stories are quite useful, both as transtional readings and as a 
brief introduction to the Medieval world.
15  See Works cited for sources. More versions are available at:  
http://mythfolklore.net/aesopica/perry/176.htm.
16  See Works Cited for source.
http://www.academia.edu/8166204/Peter_Alphonsus_Folktales_and_Wisdom_Literature.
17  “A good example of these is to be found in the French causative periphrasis “faire + infinitive” 
(je fais construire une maison), which has its origins in late Latin “facere + infinitive.” This Late Latin 
causative periphrasis is simply reproducing a structure (with a verbal noun, ancestor of the infinitive, 
plus facio) which already existed in pre-literary Latin and is illustrated by the Latin causative verbs in 
…e-facio, like cale-facio “to warm something,” tepe-facio “to make lukewarm,” etc. See Fruyt (2005, p. 131).
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Classical Literature
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e  f
The Bechdel Test is a term from popular film criticism that asks if a movie features 
at least two women (in some versions they have to be named) who talk to each other 
about something other than a man; it was first devised by Alison Bechdel and Liz 
Wallace.1 The test is itself partly inspired by a passage in Virginia Woolf ’s A Room of 
One’s Own.2 Although initially created as a rather pointed joke, it has become used 
as a way of critiquing the male-centered world of Hollywood, and has spread into 
other genres as well. At first glance, this might seem irrelevant to Classical texts. 
Ancient Greece and Rome were manifestly patriarchal societies whose literature 
was composed, as I say in almost every class I teach, by and for and about a male 
audience, so of course we do not expect many—or perhaps any—works of Classical 
literature to pass the Bechdel Test. Applying it, therefore, may seem to serve no 
purpose.
Due in part, however, to some discussions I have had about this topic on Twit-
ter, both with Classicists and with members of the wider literary community, I be-
lieve that thinking about the Bechdel Test and Classics can be valuable, in particular 
from a pedagogical viewpoint. It can provide an opening for discussions of audi-
ence, silencing, authorial intent, gender roles, and socialization, but it can also help 
1 Bechdel (1985).
2 Woolf (2015, p. 62).
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students see the ways that investigation of historical problems can cast light on 
contemporary issues, and vice versa. In particular, looking at some of the works that 
have been suggested as passing the Bechdel Test raises questions about the purpose 
of the test itself, how well it reflects the predominant gender roles of the society it 
interrogates, and the complicated relationship between ‘entertainment’, power, and 
societal norms. 
Although I had been thinking idly about the Test and its application to Clas-
sics already, this started for me when Daniel Mendelsohn posted this tweet:3 “As 
far as I can tell, Odyssey, Oresteia, Aeneid all fail the Bechdel Test. But “Antigone” 
passes!”4 And it is certainly true that the Antigone’s opening scene features a long 
conversation between Antigone and Ismene, two named women. But do they talk 
about something other than a man? I wondered, so I asked him if he thought that 
discussion about burying Polyneices does not count as “about a man.” Mendelsohn 
replied, arguing that “the discussion is about politics: about the respective rights of 
civic and political spheres. Polyneices is merely the vehicle.” It seems to me that this 
opens up a useful discussion about the intent behind the “about something other 
than a man” element of the Bechdel Test, and brings us to a more sophisticated dis-
cussion of the full implications of a male-centered society that silences the female 
perspective. From one point of view, yes, the sisters certainly are not talking “about a 
man” if by that phrase we mean “about a boyfriend, husband, lover, or crush” - which 
is the implicit assumption that many people seem to make about the point of the 
test. But on the other hand they most certainly are discussing a man—Polyneices—
as well as Eteocles and Creon, and the focus of their argument is the exact nature of 
their duties to those men.
As characters on the stage they are defined by their relationship to the men 
they discuss; the dilemma they face arises directly from their connection to those 
men, and their actions are constrained both by their emotional relationships with 
them and by the expectations about how they, as women, should act. And if, in 
Mendelsohn’s words, they are discussing “the respective rights of civic and political 
spheres,” does it not matter that they, as women, are specifically excluded from both 
those spheres? In other words, they are discussing male worlds. Is their conversation 
3 I must clarify that this was an informal and passing remark, and I do not hold Mendelsohn to any of 
what he said, or mean to criticize him; this conversation merely acted as a catalyst for my own rumina-
tions, for which I thank him sincerely.
4 All tweets are listed in full at the end of the paper. Thank you to everyone who participated in this 
conversation with me and helped me refine my thoughts on the subject.
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not, then, “about a man”?
As a thought experiment, I pose the question I asked Mendelsohn on Twitter: 
could you imagine Sophocles writing this conversation between two Greek men, 
talking about burying their sister in defiance of their duty to the city? Or even 
between two women, but talking about a sister not a brother? His answer was that 
yes, he could, easily—while I find that very difficult to envision. Is that a failure of 
my imagination, or an indication of how deeply ingrained in the Greek, and even 
the modern, male mind the assumptions are about who really matters, and how the 
roles of women and men differ? And if it is the latter, then this discussion could be 
a useful way to bring to students’ attention their own assumptions about the eliding 
of women’s voices and perspectives not only in the ancient world but also in the 
modern world, and how the question of “who really matters” is often obscured by 
discussions that assume that a work of fiction represents women well as long as the 
women in it are not talking about a man they love.
There is no guidance in Bechdel’s original cartoon about how to interpret 
“about a man,” but if we look back to the Woolf quote that she has said was part of 
the inspiration for her ‘rule’, there is some justification for interpreting it in a wider 
sense:
But almost without exception they are shown in their relation to men. It 
was strange to think that all the great women of fiction were, until Jane 
Austen’s day, not only seen by the other sex, but seen only in relation to 
the other sex. And how small a part of a woman’s life is that.5
I actually feel that this may be closer to the way the ancients might view the ques-
tion, if it had ever occurred to them to pose it. Women were defined by their con-
nections to men, but the connection through love or sex was only part of that and, 
I would argue, it was a much smaller part in those societies than in modern culture, 
where familial connections are de-emphasized, especially those to fathers, brothers, 
and other male relatives. Scott Selisker, in a blog about the Bechdel Test and differ-
ent types of literary ‘data’, puts it this way: 
The Bechdel Test looks for female community, in both the conventional 
sense of the word and somewhere near its more specialized sense in 
network theory. Bechdel jettisons conventional thinking about agency in 
5 Woolf (2015, p. 62).
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literary texts in order to describe it as a network effect: that is, agency in 
our thoroughly connected world might be described as the potential reach 
of our ideas within a network.6
Thus the issue is not whether women are just focused on love or sex or not, but 
whether they are represented as functioning within a network that does not depend 
on male ‘nodes’.
So then I asked the basic question of my own twitter followers: are there Clas-
sical texts that do pass the Bechdel Test? And people did come up with a few sug-
gestions: Mendelsohn himself suggested the Erinyes in the Eumenides (though that 
faces the same problem as the Antigone; their discussion with Athena about their 
change in status may qualify, though); the Medea, where the Nurse and the Chorus 
discuss Medea’s sufferings (lines 131-213)—though her suffering is caused by Jason, 
and he is mentioned in the conversation, as are the (male) children; in book 6 of 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, when Minerva and Arachne talk about weaving, with no ref-
erence to men or male pursuits (except in the scenes they weave); I would add to 
that the conversations between Minerva and the Muses and between the Muses and 
the daughters of Emathia in book 5; Theocritus’ Idyll 15 is an extensive conversation 
between women, and though they do discuss their husbands and the King, they talk 
about many other subjects as well; and finally, Psyche’s sisters in Apuleius talk about 
her, although they mainly complain about their husbands and her secrecy about her 
own. Aristophanes’ Ecclesiazusae and Thesmophoriazusae also come to mind, as does 
Sophocles’ Trojan Women; like the Antigone, these plays also raise questions about 
when a conversation is really ‘about a man’. I doubt that this list is comprehensive; if 
one extends the search to all Classical literature, and accepts fairly short stretches of 
conversation, there must be more.7 
The fact that there are not very many, and that many may not really fulfill all 
the conditions, will not surprise us. What I want to focus on is how we can look at 
these results and the issues they raise in a way that is useful for the classroom and for 
undergraduate teaching. I brought up the topic in my Greek and Roman Tragedy 
course when we read the Antigone. Not all of my students knew of the test, but once 
I explained it, a good discussion followed—one in which several students who rarely 
participate got much more involved than usual. Here was something they could have 
6 Selisker (2014).
7 The Greek novels would be a good place to look for women’s conversation, for instance, though the 
topic of men probably arises fairly often.
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some expertise on (modern movies) and an opinion about, something that I did not 
necessarily understand better than they did. The class was fairly split—some con-
sidered the Antigone to pass the test, others did not—and their efforts to convince 
each other led to good, nuanced conversations about gender roles and audience in 
Athens. 
But even more, I found that the really intriguing part of the test was that it 
could be applied in exactly the same way to ancient texts and modern, and therefore 
gave the students a point of contact, of comparison, between their world and the 
one we were studying. For instance, we often say Greek (and Roman) literature is 
“for men, by men, about men”; but at the same time many people have noted that 
in modern movies, even films that are “for women” and “about women” fail to pass 
the Bechdel test, sometimes even if they are also “by women.” Romantic comedies, 
for instance, fall into this category; so, famously, does Sex and the City, which Be-
chdel herself has said does not pass her test (though she is still a fan).8 People often 
suggest that increasing the numbers of female writers in Hollywood would help 
with this issue. But this assumes that the source of the problem is male oblivious-
ness to or lack of interest in issues that do not involve them–but if women watch 
and enjoy shows that fail the test, does that not perhaps suggest that the problem 
goes deeper than that: that women, too, have been socialized to think primarily of 
male-centered topics as interesting, and to marginalize or elide their involvement 
in other areas? Would more female writers just result in even more stories about 
women talking about men? And perhaps ancient women, like some modern women, 
internalized societal roles, and Greek literature was in fact “for women” as much as 
it was “for men” - but for women socialized into a male world. In other words, men 
were not deliberately ignoring women and speaking only to and about other men, 
but the entire culture worked to make women and men agree about the priorities, 
about who was important, and whose actions and feelings mattered, so that women 
and men were equally interested in the actions of men on stage, for instance, and 
saw women’s existence as subsidiary to male action. In other words, do we envision 
Athenian women as watching plays (if they were even present)9 or listening to Ho-
mer, and thinking “this is boring, it’s all about men, I wish I were able to go off and 
write something that better reflected my own, separate priorities”? Would that have 
occurred to them, any more than it does to the majority of female audiences who 
8 Tess Katz (2014).
9 For a basic summary of the argument about the presence of women at the theater, see Henderson 
(1991, pp. 133-147).
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watch modern romantic comedies or action movies and enjoy them? An article on-
line about the Bechdel Test and classic literature put it this way: 
When I realized that even War and Peace, a novel so vast, all-
encompassing, profound, and moving, presents a seriously diminished 
portrait of the lives of women, I began to see that the deeper point of 
Bechdel’s test is not to accuse Homer, or Tolstoy, or me of being sexist. 
Instead, the test reminds us that biases like sexism, racism, heterosexism, 
and classism are the water in which we swim. They pervade our culture. 
They are our culture, and to such an extent that we sometimes forget about 
them until someone like Bechdel reminds us.10
This brings up another point. The Bechdel Test has been expanded to cover other 
groups, to highlight the lack of other types of diversity onscreen by looking at class, 
race, and queer identities, for instance. Some of those apply even less to the ancient 
world than the test about female characters, but looking at representations of class 
can be helpful in illuminating what it means that women are represented as they are. 
How often do non-elite figures appear on the stage? When they do, do they speak 
of anything except the elites? The answer, of course, is No, because slaves and non-
elite characters exist on stage only to facilitate the important stories about royals and 
heroes, and slaves in particular are presented as talking about their masters because 
they are so dependent on them and devoid of agency themselves. A good example is 
the opening of the Medea, in which the Nurse and the Tutor fear for their own situa-
tion because of the problems facing Medea. This is not at all a surprising conclusion, 
but it casts an interesting light back on the Bechdel Test. If we reverse the logic, 
slaves on stage only discuss their masters because of their utter dependency on them 
and lack of personal agency; women on stage (or screen) only discuss men because 
of their utter dependency on them and lack of personal agency. Again, for students, 
drawing the parallel back to modern depictions is illuminating. I found in my class 
that both the women and the men were actually quite shocked by this conclusion. 
When it was pointed out; they immediately started piling on examples, both ancient 
and modern, and elaborating on the basic point, in a very gratifying way.
Finally, to take a different perspective, does the focus on the Bechdel Test per-
haps, in fact, raise an unimportant question? Does the lack of portrayal of wom-
en-only concerns in popular entertainment not actually indicate very much about 
10 Kovarik (2011).
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the society that produces it? For example, I have been suggesting that the lack of 
works that pass the Bechdel Test in Classical literature reflects the patriarchal cul-
ture of the time, the lack of female agency, and the silencing of female voices. Given 
how few works pass the test right now in popular culture, if we were to draw parallel 
conclusions about today’s society, it would indicate that our culture is deeply patriar-
chal, women have little political or cultural power, and no public voice. But it is clear 
that, objectively, the position of women in today’s culture is very different from that 
of Athens or Rome. So what does that indicate about the importance of represen-
tations in popular culture for indicating or contributing to real social and political 
change? Or, perhaps, what does this suggest about our knowledge of Greek women’s 
role and status? This conversation can be a useful corrective to the common trap of 
‘othering’ ancient society, condemning its -isms in order to reassure ourselves that 
we are not like that, that we have progressed. This is something I see fairly often in 
students’ answers to questions about women in antiquity, in which they often express 
the idea that women in the ancient world were oppressed, but now things are much 
better because women have full equal rights.
Now, of course, the Bechdel Test is an arbitrary and artificial tool by which to 
measure any literature. As many critics have pointed out, and Bechdel herself has 
said, it represents at best a minimum standard at which creative works should aim. 
Passing it does not mean that a work is equitable, feminist, balanced, or progressive, 
nor does it ensure that it is any good! But I hope I have demonstrated that it can be 
a useful tool for teaching Classical texts, to help students link culture and literature 
together, and teach them to look at their own culture with something of the same 
critical tools we are trying to help them to use on antiquity. I also think that this 
approach can be a helpful corrective even to some modern scholarly approaches to 
gender; in our discussion, Mendelsohn also said “for me, what’s admirable in tragedy 
is [the] attempt to create female characters who express precisely what doesn’t fit in 
[the] male view,” but I think the Bechdel Test perhaps helps us to define more clear-
ly what the “male view” is and if it means something more than just “what comes 
out of a man’s mouth.” That also challenges the idea that if we could only find more 
women-authored material we would know more about the ‘real’ views that women 
had. Was there such a thing? Or would we just find the equivalent of Sex and the 
City, with women reflecting back their patriarchal socialization?
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Twitter conversations
Feb 28, 2014:
@DMendelsohn1960 (Daniel Mendelsohn): 
“As far as I can tell, Odyssey, Oresteia, Aeneid all fail the Bechdel Test. But 
“Antigone” passes!”
@AvenSarah (Aven McMaster):
“@DMendelsohn1960 I was thinking about this a little while ago; you think, then, 
discussion about burying P doesn’t count as “about a man”?”
@DMendelsohn1960 (Daniel Mendelsohn):
“@AvenSarah the discussion is about politics: about the respective rights if civic 
and political spheres. Polyneices is merely the vehicle.”
“what women in “Antigone” care about is “the eternal and unwritten laws” that 
supersede human politics. I trust Bechdel wd approve”
@DMendelsohn1960 (Daniel Mendelsohn:
“@AvenSarah yes, I can imagine just that. And while we’re at it surely the Erinyes 
in “Eumenides” pass the test...? :-)”
@magistrahf (Lydia Haile Fassett)
“@AvenSarah according to this translation, the Nurse and the Chorus discuss 
Medea’s suffering: records.viu.ca/~johnstoi/euri…”
“@AvenSarah Ovid- Minerva and Arachne talk about weaving. #classicsbechdel”
@HelenLovatt2 (Helen Lovatt )
“@AvenSarah Theocritus 15 - women talking about going to festivals. Aeneid 11 - 
Camilla to Acca, talking about war. But A does not reply...”
@Katherine_McDon (Katherine McDonald )
“@AvenSarah How about Cupid and Psyche, Apuleius? Psyche’s sisters talk to 
each other about how annoying she is...”
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B O O K  R E V I E W S
M. Davies and P.J. Finglass, eds.,
Stesichorus: The Poems.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014. Pp. xiv + 691. Cloth
(ISBN 978-1-107-07834-5) $180.00.
The last half of the 20th century treated Stesichorus well. Numerous fragments of 
his poetry, often substantial, were published and our understanding of his poems 
was greatly increased. While these publications fueled discussions relating to perfor-
mance, meter, and the use of mythical traditions, etc., in the study of archaic Greek 
lyric poetry, it also made reading Stesichorus particularly difficult. To do so required 
the consultation of different publications or flipping through one edition to find the 
fragments belonging to a single poem. Readers of Stesichorus were faced with both 
a wealth of evidence and a number of challenges beyond having to contend with 
fragmentary texts in a literary dialect combining Doric and epic Ionic. The current 
volume, part of the series Cambridge Classical Texts and Commentaries, does much to 
solve these difficulties. It renumbers all of the fragments, some of which are included 
for the first time (frs. 167, 185-6, 293, 321, and 325) and provides an appendix of frag-
ments only conjectured to be by Stesichorus (pp. 606-8); it arranges these fragments 
logically and keeps verses from particular poems together; it offers a thorough, gen-
eral introduction that highlights the current scholarly debate over Stesichorus and 
his poems; and it gives almost all of the fragments a fulsome commentary with 
introductions to the various poems that ably cover the historical, cultural, and liter-
ary context for these verses, and the technicalities of meter and textual criticism. As 
such, this edition will replace the two primary ones available today, Campbell’s Loeb 
edition (Cambridge, MA 1991) and Davies’ Poetae Melicorum Graecorum Fragmenta 
(Oxford 1991), to become the standard text and commentary of Stesichorus. 
The volume originates in the 1970’s when Malcolm Davies submitted a com-
mentary of the then-known fragments of Stesichorus as his thesis for the MPhil at 
Oxford. In the early 2000’s, Patrick Finglass began work, in consultation with Da-
vies, on a “collaborative commentary” on Stesichorus with this thesis as its starting 
point (xi). The result is the current edition, in which Finglass draws on Davies’ thesis, 
enhances it to take into account recent scholarship and includes of fragments orig-
inally not available to Davies. Finglass has also added, “the Introduction, the Text 
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and Apparatus, the commentary on frr. 97, 186-268, 293, 321, 325…the Bibliography, 
and the Indexes” (xi-xii). In the authors’ words the result is “a new book in its own 
right, a work of genuine collaboration” (xii).
In general, this edition makes a positive contribution to the study of archaic 
Greek lyric and, specifically, Stesichorus. It is hoped that it will become a model for 
future editions of other fragmentary authors. Of course, readers will find points of 
textual and interpretative disagreement. Not all will concur that Stesichorus com-
posed two Palinodes (pp. 308-317). Nor will all find the treatment of the Tabula Iliaca 
Capitolina as a literary fragment satisfactory (pp. 428-436). On all matters, however, 
the authors present the reader with detailed discussions that foster debate rather 
than hinder it. So a key feature of this edition is that it is confident in its resolution 
of controversies but detailed in its presentation of the issues and, thereby, encourages 
readers to pass their own verdict. 
A key benefit of this collection and commentary is that it allows for easier en-
gagement with the poetry of Stesichorus. The text is presented cleanly; most conjec-
tures are confined to the apparatus criticus and explained fully in the commentary. At 
times, as with frs. 2a and 2b, passages have been lifted from the apparatus of previous 
editions into the text proper. The introduction (pp. 86-91) sets out the logic guiding 
the larger presentation and numeration of the fragments. In terms of the arrange-
ment of specific fragments within a specific poem, the commentary provides clear, 
fleshed-out arguments, often soundly based on the survival of lines on a papyrus, 
metrics, and content. The detailed analysis of the placement of papyrus fragments 
within the Geryoneis (pp. 248-51) highlights both the clarity of this commentary on 
such matters and displays the great mental rigor required for such understanding. 
Finally, in general, the notes for each fragment are fulsome and rich. For fragments 
assignable to particular poems, the authors give lengthy expositions of the mythical 
tradition with which Stesichorus can reasonably be said to be engaging, the influ-
ence his poem may have had on later accounts, and the scholarly debate surrounding 
the larger grouping of fragments. Scholars of Helen, Meleager, the Theban myths, 
or even the epic tradition more generally will find a wealth of material here that 
will be useful. Moreover, the detailed discussions devoted to how material remains 
inform our reading of Stesichorus is admirable. Overall, readers will be well served 
by both the gathering of Stesichorus’ verses into one volume as well as the detailed 
supplementary material the authors provide for these verses. 
Some technical points will, nevertheless, give rise to some confusion for the 
reader. Although the text appears largely sound, in fr. 97 Finglass, lines 203, 208, and 
— 279 —
210, the final sub-linear dots should be periods. The small point of a potential letter 
is important for a fragmentary author. The reader may also encounter confusion 
in the system of cross-references. A comparatio numerorum, necessary because of 
the renumbering of the fragments, is provided, both at the end of the text and in 
parentheses at each fragment. The comparison, however, is limited to Davies’ earlier 
edition in PMGF and is likely to cause some hair-pulling. Moreover, the assignment 
of fragments to particular poems in previous editions is not always noted. For exam-
ple, fr. 85 Finglass is assigned to Stesichorus Helen; while the commentary notes that 
scholars have suggested other locations for it, there is no mention that in Campbell 
the fragment is designated as incerti loci. Finally, the reader will also find that the 
bibliographic references are cumbersome. The extensive bibliography is divided into 
various sections, with many of those cited appearing in each of these sections. Such 
examples may be indicative of a larger over-confidence that appears, at times, in the 
current edition as well as the inherently insular nature of scholarship on Greek lyric 
poetry.
Beyond these technical elements, the reader will find at times the commentary 
is lacking, especially for the smaller fragments. For frs. 46-77 and 79-83 no notes 
appear beyond the apparatus, which also does not always appear. While this lack of 
comment for smaller fragments may be understandable, it does create an unevenness 
in the commentary and will force the reader to consult the editio princeps. The notes 
on frs. 187-269 (= fr. 222 (a) Davies = 222A Campbell), the most recently published 
fragments edited by Haslam as POxy 3876 (1990), are also slightly disappointing in 
being largely a general rehash of Haslam’s comments. More significantly, these com-
ments are almost silent on why these fragments belong to Stesichorus. 
Overall, even with the difficulties noted here, the significance of this new edi-
tion of Stesichorus containing all of the fragments in a logical order with a new 
numbering as well as lengthy introductions and notes is not diminished. On the 
whole, the edition is worthwhile. It will become a useful tool for scholars of Greek 
lyric poetry and will rightly come to stand as the standard text of Stesichorus. 
NECJ 42.4    Lawrence Kowerski
   Hunter College - CUNY
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Agnieszka Kotlinska-Toma,
Hellenistic Tragedy: Texts, Translations and a Critical Survey.
London and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015. Pp. 344. Cloth
(ISBN 978-1-4725-2421-8) $120.00.
Over 170 theaters were built in the Greek world during the Hellenistic period. 
Spectators at these theaters saw contemporary works performed alongside re-pro-
ductions of classical plays, and they experienced a vast array of styles and formats. 
The scope of innovation and variation during this period is breathtaking, perhaps 
even more extensive than during the apex of Athenian drama in the fifth-century 
BCE. Yet, tragedy after the death of Euripides has never been particularly popular 
with scholars. It is extremely fragmentary and haphazardly preserved (no complete 
plays are extant), and it has been deemed inferior since Dionysus’ famous critique in 
Aristophanes’ Frogs. While there has been a recent push to examine and understand 
later Greek tragedy, the focus has been primarily on the fourth century, leaving most 
Hellenistic tragedy and satyr drama to languish. Kotlinska-Toma aims to fill this 
void, collecting and examining a wealth of material not easily accessible or particu-
larly well-known. As a compilation of fragments and translations, and as a general 
overview, the book is unquestionably valuable, but some elements of its execution 
prevent it from being a complete success.
In the first chapter, Kotlinska-Toma offers “general observations” on tragedy 
and satyr drama in the Hellenistic age, including themes, the chorus, and issues of 
transmission and criticism. The second chapter, which begins rather jarringly with a 
page of untranslated Greek quotes, provides ancient testimonia for each poet (taken 
from Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta) followed by a literal translation and a brief 
biography. Kotlinska-Toma then presents fragments from each author’s plays, an-
cient testimonia for these plays, and translations of both, followed by a short analysis 
of the plays’ content, themes, characters, etc. Chapter three has a similar structure, 
but focuses on “Hellenistic Tragedy with Biblical Themes,” especially Ezekiel’s fa-
mous Exagoge. The final chapter handles many basics of “The Staging of Hellenistic 
Tragedies,” but also includes a useful look at various lesser-known theatrical festivals 
during the Hellenistic era.
The scope of Kotlinska-Toma’s study is broad and the material is endlessly 
fascinating, but its authority is repeatedly thrown into question by inaccuracies and 
inadequate citations. The volume’s three content chapters read more like in-depth 
encyclopedia articles than a scholarly investigation. She repeatedly employs trou-
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bling generalizations, such as “We know that…,” “it is generally known that…,” 
and “scholars are generally of the opinion that…,” and then fails to follow up with 
footnotes or references. She also frequently names scholars within the text without 
identifying the work, date, or page number to which she is referring, or she mentions 
a cup, vase, or inscription without providing bibliographic or catalogue information.
Part of the problem with Kotlinska-Toma’s study can perhaps be linked to the 
fact that (xiv) “The chief reference source and basis for this book has been the 1929 
doctoral thesis of the Silesian priest F. Schramm, which is entitled Tragicorum Grae-
corum hellenisticae, quae dicitur, aetatis fragmenta [praeter Ezechielem] eorumque de vita 
atque poesi testimonia collecta et illustrata.” Using such an outdated and outmoded 
resource as the book’s “chief reference” probably explains missing citations, and may 
also be to blame for some of the volume’s factual errors.
A closer look at Kotlinska-Toma’s study of satyr drama (43-48) highlights some 
of the specific sorts of problems found throughout the volume. She cites only one 
source on Hellenistic satyr play in the entire section, a nearly seventy-year-old Ger-
man dissertation by Peter Guggisberg, Das Satyrspiel (1945). Whether or not all of 
the information printed here comes from this single, dated resource, the resulting 
discussion is a disservice to the reader and to the scholars who have worked in this 
area before her. An even more problematic issue in this same section is Kotlins-
ka-Toma’s discussion of Cratinus’ Dionysalexandros. She states (45) that this play 
“proves that political satire was not totally alien to the fifth-century satyr play.” But 
Cratinus’ production was not, in fact, a satyr play. It was a comedy with a chorus 
of satyrs, an important detail that changes the discussion completely. This sort of 
misrepresentation leaves the reader wondering about the accuracy and legitimacy of 
the remainder of the volume, particularly when he or she encounters less familiar 
topics and authors.
Kotlinska-Toma wraps up her book with an informative appendix that lists 
Hellenistic theaters, their location, approximate construction date, size, and audi-
ence capacity. This is fascinating information that probably gives the best sense of 
the importance of the theater during the Hellenistic age. The index of Hellenistic 
Tragedians and the index of Historical Figures are also helpful. The lack of an index 
locurum and a general index, though, is unfortunate, and the bibliography sometimes 
misses important sources or lists outdated material.
Ultimately, Kotlinska-Toma’s volume is most effective as an overview, collec-
tion, and translation of exciting, though not particularly well-known, material. The 
author provides access to numerous dramatists and many intriguing dramatic frag-
ments. She offers a sense of tragic and satyric themes, and paints a picture of the 
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theater and theatrical performance. And although she does not offer much new 
argumentation, most readers will probably encounter material that is new to them. 
The main problem is that not all of this information is accurate or suitably connect-
ed to previous scholarship. Kotlinska-Toma’s monograph could have been one of 
the most important recent publications on ancient theater, but will function instead 
as a convenient preliminary resource for those interested in Hellenistic tragedy and 
satyr drama.
NECJ 42.4    Carl Shaw
   New College of Florida
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Sandra R. Joshel and Lauren Hackworth Petersen,
The Material Life of Roman Slaves.
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014. Pp. 350. Cloth
(ISBN 978-0-521-19164-7) $99.00.
Material evidence for slavery is notoriously difficult to find in the archaeological 
record of the Roman Empire. This at least was the common opinion of scholars until 
the publication of Joshel and Petersen’s excellent new book on Roman slaves. Now 
instead we have a fresh new approach to locating slaves in the physical remains of 
Roman sites and a host of intriguing possibilities for how slavery functioned on a 
day-to-day basis.
Many groups are under-represented (or distorted) in our ancient literary sourc-
es, such as women and provincials and, of course, slaves, which means that it is 
crucial to turn to material evidence for their existence. Yet our male, upper class, 
literary sources have influenced how we interpret the archaeological record too. We 
are encouraged to view Roman society and material culture from elite eyes (which 
the authors describe as the ‘master narrative’) and thus we are conditioned to miss 
the presence of slaves. For example, modern studies of the remains of Roman houses 
focus on the way they reflect the social status and preoccupations of their owner, and 
ignore the role of slaves in daily household routines. This problem is compounded 
by the fact that few surviving Roman houses have separate slave quarters or specific 
remains that clearly relate to slaves. It is easy to overlook the presence of slaves, even 
though we know that they were ubiquitous in Roman society.
The aim of Joshel and Petersen’s book, as set out in Chapter 1, is to find ways to 
make slaves visible again, to seek them in contexts in which we know for sure they 
existed. It focuses on the ‘experience’ of different spaces, and thus is often speculative 
in approach. But there is a strong theoretical underpinning to the argument, which 
hinges on the juxtaposition of ‘strategy’ and ‘tactics’, first articulated by Michel de 
Certeau in The Practice of Everyday Life (1984). ‘Strategy’ relates to the control exer-
cised by slave-owners: they controlled their physical environment and scripted the 
movements of those within it. ‘Tactics’ in contrast relates to the ways in which slaves 
resisted their masters’ authority, for example, by breaking dishes or finding ways to 
stay out of sight and avoid work. In subsequent chapters the authors discuss mas-
ter strategies and slave tactics in four different contexts: the Roman house, streets 
and neighbourhoods, workshops, and villas. These chapters focus particularly on the 
archaeological remains in the Bay of Naples (and so are predominantly concerned 
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with the first century CE) and are illustrated throughout with the authors’ own 
photographs in addition to a useful selection of plans and plates.
Chapter 2 focuses on Roman urban houses and the material lives of slaves 
within them and it examines choreography—how slaves moved around the house, 
as illustrated in the literary sources. Their movements were dictated by the master’s 
desire to control his domain, and the authors use the example of the banquet to 
highlight his scripting of slave movements. Yet they also argue that slave tactics 
could thwart the master’s control. Slaves could perform their tasks poorly to embar-
rass their masters, or slip out of sight to avoid their master’s gaze. They might also 
appropriate spaces in the house when the master was away from home. The Roman 
house was a dynamic environment, and the various possibilities for slave action and 
inaction are brought home clearly in this chapter. Chapter 3 addresses the subject of 
slaves in the city streets and considers their movements around the city. Slaves on 
errands for their masters, or as their attendants, must have filled the streets but there 
is no direct evidence for them in the archaeological record. Once again the authors 
turn to possibilities—that slaves might congregate at back doors, for example, and 
linger in back streets out of view of the master, or at fountains where they could 
meet slaves from other households. An errand outside the house could be used as 
an opportunity for some free time. Chapter 4 examines the experience of slaves in 
workshops. We know from literary and legal sources that most workshops were run 
with slave labor, but scholarship has tended to focus on the physical environment 
of the workshop rather than on how workers were organized and the opportuni-
ties they may have had for social interaction and collaboration. Joshel and Petersen 
discuss the possible degrees of freedom and confinements that the slaves working 
in bakeries experienced, and the impact that the size and complexity of workshops 
must have had both on the ways a master ran his premises and the opportunities 
that slaves had to subvert them. Chapter 5 considers villas and the search for slave 
quarters. In particular it examines three different types of villa on the Bay of Naples: 
the magnificent Villa A at Oplontis, the smaller, suburban Villa of the Mysteries, 
and the rural farm known as the Villa Regina at Boscoreale. The chapter attempts 
to map out the movements of slaves in the performance of their daily tasks and dis-
cusses methods of surveilance. Chapter 6 concludes the study by looking at funerary 
evidence for slaves, considering the nature of this evidence, and the way it has been 
studied in the past.
An important theme that runs throughout the book is surveillance: the meth-
ods the master used to supervise his slaves, and the ways in which slaves may have 
succeeded in evading this supervision. By focusing on this theme, Joshel and Peters-
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en have repopulated the ancient houses, streets, workshops and villas they discuss. 
Herein lies the value of this book: it encourages us to view the material culture of 
slavery as dynamic rather than static. It doesn’t present new evidence but it chal-
lenges how the history of Roman slavery has been written in the past and offers us 
new ways of reading the existing evidence that give slavery and the slaves themselves 
greater prominence.
NECJ 42.4  Joanne Berry
   Swansea University, UK
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Ido Israelowich,
Patients and Healers in the High Roman Empire.
Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2015. Pp. 213. Cloth
(ISBN 978-4214-1628-1) $59.95.
The social history of medicine is a topic exciting interest from a wide audience these 
days, and the question of how medicine functioned as a system in antiquity is very 
much in need of our attention. Ido Israelowich’s Patients and Healers in the High 
Roman Empire sets out to do just that, viewing the world of healing in antiquity as 
a structure whose many disparate parts together created a single healthcare system. 
It is an ambitious goal, but one long overdue for a monograph’s attention. There is 
a tendency among modern people to view the organization of medicine in the Ro-
man Empire as unregulated chaos and little else. Israelowich’s book best succeeds 
in clearly and methodically drawing out the structure of a medical world in which 
many of the basic tenets of medicine were still being debated, and in including in 
his discussion all of the healing institutions that functioned together in the Roman 
world, be they religious, traditional, or philosophical. This approach is not without 
its issues, but it provides a useful starting point for future work.
The book consists of a series of chapters discussing loci for medical care, first 
human actors, then institutions. These include physicians (chapter 1), patients (chap-
ter 2), reproductive medicine in the domus (chapter 3), the Roman army (chapter 4), 
and medical tourism (chapter 5). The text is easily accessible to a reader unfamiliar 
with Roman medicine and medical literature, and includes an impressive range of 
source materials, including epigraphy and papyri. The text flows naturally from topic 
to topic in logical order to support the argument that the medical care of the Roman 
world constituted a serviceable network of knowledge, techniques, and facilities. For 
instance, the argument is made throughout that the cult sites of Asklepios func-
tioned in conjunction with the care of Greek-educated physicians and civic baths to 
provide medical treatment and education. Likewise, Israelowich connects the legal 
infrastructure of Roman medical practice to the developing needs of the Roman 
legions, thereby explaining the way that military need drove legal remedies, and vice 
versa.
The first two chapters are best treated as a matched pair, dealing as they do with 
two sides of the physician/patient relationship. They include the historical back-
ground that led to the dominance of Greek-derived and Greek-language medicine 
in the medical marketplace of Imperial Rome as well as the roots of the relation-
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ship between the rise of temple medicine and Greek rationalizing medicine. Each 
chapter ends with an example that ties the abstract firmly to the concrete. Psasnis, a 
physician whose legal troubles are preserved among the Oxyrhynchus papyri, ends 
the first chapter, and the sophist Aelius Aristides’ Sacred Tales represents the voice of 
one elite patient at the end of the second.
The last three chapters focus on places of interest (rather than people) to the 
healthcare networks in the Roman world: domus (childbearing and gynecology), 
army, and popular destinations for medical tourism. Of these, the chapter on the 
legion is the strongest and most exciting as it contextualizes a great deal about how 
the needs of Rome’s military and the preference of its leaders for Greek-style medi-
cine drove developments in Roman medical law. It is also an area where the author’s 
use of tabulae, papyri, and epigraphy are put to good use in discussing more literary 
sources like Vegetius and Dioscorides. The domus proves more elusive, unsurprising-
ly, being as it is a locus for the practice of medicine for and by (primarily) women, 
a group whose knowledge and experiences are difficult to reconstruct from the sur-
viving male-written sources. Here, the chapter accomplishes much in a short space, 
treating the domus as a locus of not only healthcare, but of medical outreach and 
education – an exciting and interesting way to reconsider the topic and formulate 
new approaches for future study. Likewise, the final chapter on medical tourism does 
much to re-frame such sites as loci for the exchange and, to an extent, standardiza-
tion of knowledge among patients and professionals.
That said, there are a few issues with the text that bear comment. First, the 
book is plagued by puzzling errors and omissions that should have been caught 
before print and ought to be addressed in subsequent editions. For instance, on 
page 72 the author claims that no professional physicians wrote in Latin, despite 
the existence of Scribonius Largus (whom he discussed in the first chapter). He 
then goes on to list Dioscorides as a “Latin” author at the bottom of the same page. 
Likewise, on page 112 he says that, “The work of Pausanias is of a more limited scope 
and centered on the province of Asia,” probably having meant to say Achaia (as he 
does in the next sentence).
Second, the author mentions a few times that caesarian section was practiced 
in antiquity, but never includes the key detail that it was not a procedure that the 
mother would survive (see especially pg. 83). Although not a detail essential to the 
argument of the book, it is something that often comes as a surprise to modern 
readers used to a world in which caesarian saves the lives of both mother and child. 
In addition, reference to Maud Gleason’s and Heinrich von Staden’s work on Ga-
len’s anatomical demonstrations in the context of the Second Sophistic would have 
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been frequently relevant, especially on page 132 where anatomical demonstrations 
are discussed (Gleason, “Shock and Awe: The Performance Dimension of Galen’s 
Anatomy Demonstrations,” in Galen and the World of Knowledge, edited by Chris-
topher Gill, Tim Whitmarsh, and John Wilkins [Cambridge 2009]: 85–114; Von 
Staden, “Anatomy as Rhetoric: Galen on Dissection and Persuasion,” Journal of the 
History of Medicine and Allied Sciences 50.1 [1995]: 47–66). Moreover, snakebite is 
given as Kleopatra VII’s cause of death on page 35, even though scholarship for well 
over half a century has preferred the more likely alternative of a comb in which she 
had hidden poison, as Plutarch relates in the Life of Antonius 86.3 and Dio at 51.14.2 
( Duane W. Roller, Cleopatra : A Biography [Oxford 2010]:148–9). And, finally, the 
bibliography lists nothing published after 2012.
As a whole, though, the book accomplishes its goals as it takes the reader on a 
tour of the institutions and players who made up the system by which the Roman 
World understood and managed health and illness. Particularly impressive is the 
range of primary sources, including many inscriptions and papyri that were new 
to this reviewer. It is reasonably priced and full of useful information accessibly 
presented to a wide range of readers, and its approach and argument present many 
starting points for future work in the social history of medicine. Above all, it is a 
long overdue corrective to the tendency of modern observers to look at the world of 
medicine in antiquity and see only what is not there, rather than what is.
NECJ 42.4   Molly Jones-Lewis
 University of Maryland, Baltimore County
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L E T T E R  F R O M 
T H E  P R E S I D E N T
E arly in my career I was at a foreign language conference and told another teacher that I taught Latin. She, a French teacher if I re-
member correctly, looked at me frostily. “It’s your people’s fault 
that we teach language all the wrong way.” I was a little hurt, 
and only when I had time later to reflect in tranquility did I 
recognize that hers was a fuzzy logic. She was suggesting that it 
was somehow our fault that the modern language teachers were 
using our methods for their ends, when our goals of getting stu-
dents to read Latin with accuracy, facility, understanding, and 
enjoyment are far different from those of a modern language 
classroom.
Since that conversation a millennium ago, I think most 
strong modern language programs have come to focus on com-
municative proficiency and to use different methods from the 
old grammar-translation method of my youth. Latin too has 
changed and there is, for example, much more focus on Active 
Latin in classrooms all around New England. We as a profes-
sion have, in my opinion, achieved one of the goals confronting 
us when I was beginning my teaching career. Our introducto-
ry classes are accessible to a much wider range of students and 
many types of learners can be successful in our Latin classes. Our 
long term goals for these students are still a subject of lively de-
bate. Is our primary goal still to enable students to read Latin? Is 
spoken Latin a means to this end, or an end in itself ? Is it better 
to have students talk about their own clothing or about their at-
tire as if they were dressed as a Roman? This conversation can go 
in many directions with passionate and skilled practitioners on 
either side of various questions. What are we teaching in Latin 
classes and how are we best to teach it? Our Annual Meeting in 
March at Smith College will be a splendid opportunity for you 
to engage in this conversation with your colleagues from all over 
New England.
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Please see elsewhere in this issue or our website caneweb.org for 
how to submit a proposal for this conference or to apply for one 
of the many scholarships we offer to our members. If you have 
never been to our Annual Meeting, I encourage you to apply 
for the Finnegan-Plante Scholarship, which supports first-time 
attendees whose institution is not providing funding. Please 
check the Resources tab on our website for the many other ways 
CANE can help you.
I recently attended a planning meeting for the Pioneer Val-
ley Classical Association’s Classics Day MMXVI to be held in 
January at Mount Holyoke College. It was a perfect example of 
what our profession and CANE do so well: college, high school, 
and middle school teachers working together for the benefit of 
our students. I think many of us teaching in secondary schools 
recognize that our peers in other disciplines have nothing avail-
able to them like what CANE offers us. The professional de-
velopment opportunities focused not just on pedagogy, but on 
the content of our field, the camaraderie of colleagues similarly 
committed to sharing our Classical heritage with the next gen-
eration, these are invaluable. May your students, your studies and 
your colleagues sustain you through the depths of winter and 
may the spring find you flying to the bright city of Northampton 
for that magical shot in the arm that our Annual Meeting gives 
each of us.
Sean Smith
President, Classical Association of New England
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I N F O R M A T I O N ,  N E W S  A N D 
A N N O U N C E M E N T S
Call for Papers
The 110th Annual Meeting of Classical Association of New England will be held at 
Smith College, Northampton, MA on Friday and Saturday, 17 and 18 March 2016. 
All interested scholars are invited to submit abstracts (300 word maximum) no later 
than 1 December 2015 for papers to: 
CANE President, 
Sean Smith, 14 Allen Street, Amherst, MA 01002; 
smiths1@arps.org
Barlow-Beach Distinguished Service Award
The Barlow-Beach Distinguished Service Award recognizes a member of CANE 
whose service to the organization and to Classics in New England has marked 
the recipient’s career. Annually, the President serves as Chair of the Barlow-Beach 
Award Committee, and invites the CANE members to submit nominees to:
Sean Smith, 14 Allen Street, Amherst, MA, 01002; 
smiths1@arps.org
Matthew Wiencke Teaching Prize
The Matthew I. Wiencke award recognizes excellence in teaching at the primary, 
middle and secondary school levels. Nominations are invited for this year’s award. 
A nominee must be:
1. a member of CANE,
2. currently teaching Classics in a New England primary, middle, or 
secondary school, and 
3. nominated by a professional colleague (fellow teacher or administrator 
at the nominee’s school, or a classicist from another school who knows 
the nominee well in a professional capacity.)
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Letters of nomination should contain evidence of the nominee’s qualifications, par-
ticularly those qualities exemplified by Matthew Wiencke in his personal life and 
professional career, among them “his infectious wit, his boundless enthusiasm, his 
optimism, and his loyalty,” as expressed by Norman Doenges in his memorial pub-
lished in the November 1996 issue of the New England Classical Journal.
Letters of nomination should be sent to the senior At-Large Member of the 
Executive Committee, 
Timothy Joseph, Box 144A, College of the Holy Cross, 1 College Street, 
Worcester, MA 01610; 
TJOSEPG@holycross.edu. 
Only those nominations postmarked by December 31, 2015 will be considered 
for this year’s award, which will be presented at the CANE Annual Meeting in 
March, 2016. Current members of the CANE Executive Committee are not eligible 
for nomination.
Phyllis B. Katz Prize for Excellence 
in Undergraduate Research
This Prize was established in honor of Dartmouth College teacher and CANE 
member, Phyllis B. Katz. College professors are invited to submit exemplary under-
graduate papers for consideration to: 
Elizabeth Keitel, Department of Classics, 524 Herter Hall, 
University of Massachusetts, Amherst, MA 01003; 
EEK@classics.umass.edu. 
The winner of the prize will read his/her paper at the 110th Annual Meeting, 
and will receive a small monetary award in recognition of excellence.
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The Poggioli Award
Available only in even years, the Poggioli Award, established by the Boston Fund in 
1991, supplies funds for study and/or travel in Italy and/or Greece, typically during 
the summer months. The CANE Scholarship Committee makes the Award, gener-
ally between $4000-$6000, every other year. To qualify a nominee must:
1. Be studying and/or teaching in New England at the secondary or 
college level, 
2. Have a rank no higher than untenured assistant professor, or have 
taught less than ten years at the secondary level and, 
3. Usually have no access to major university research-grant and travel-
grant programs. 
The recipient of the Poggioli Award need not be a member of CANE, but CANE 
will ask for a written report at the conclusion of the program. Funds not used within 
the year must be returned in full to CANE.
Please enclose the following materials to complete your application: 
1. name, mailing address, Phone, email address, Social Security number
2. present teaching position and Institution
3. courses taught and/or professional responsibilities
4. foreign travel experience, including places, dates, and duration
5. a personal statement that explains the benefits of your program 
for you and your students. Please include the location of program 
/ study, institution (if applicable), dates, and a schedule of costs for 
transportation, living expenses, and tuition.
6. a curriculum vitae or resume that details professional experience, 
degrees, publications or presentations, and anything else that might 
be relevant to your application. Please include a list of courses taken 
at both the undergraduate and graduate level; this can be included as 
an addendum.
7. at least two letters of recommendation, one from a supervisor at 
your current school and the other from someone familiar with your 
academic work. A third is helpful but is not mandatory.
Please send three copies of all materials to: Amy White, Poggioli Scholarship, 
Ellington High School, 37 Maple Street, P. O. Box 149, Ellington, CT 06029.
The deadline for receipt of all application materials is 15 January 2016.
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Certification Scholarship
CANE will provide up to $1500 to an outstanding junior or senior undergraduate 
in New England who is preparing for secondary-school certification as a teacher of 
Latin or Greek or both in one or more of the New England states, or to the holder 
of a Master’s degree to cover the cost of tuition and other fees required to obtain 
such certification. Full-time, part-time, and summer programs will qualify.
Deadline for application is 1 January 2016. Please, send the following to: 
Amy White, 8 Green Hill Street, Manchester, CT 06040; 
860-647-0559, ARGENTUM@cox.net.
1.  Two letters of recommendation from college classicists who know 
your proficiency in Latin and/or Greek.
2.  A letter from someone (e.g., former or current teacher, supervisor, 
counselor, clergyman) who can speak to your ability to communicate 
and work with young people and inspire them to high levels of 
achievement.
3.  A personal statement of NO MORE THAN 1000 words in which 
you explain why you want to pursue a career as a secondary-school 
classicist.
4.  High School and College transcripts.
5.  A description of your program and the expenses involved.
Other Scholarship opportunities and application details are described on the CANE 
website. Please visit: www.caneweb.org
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Funding Opportunities
Two sources of funding are open to CANE members.
Educational Programs funding is awarded to any group or sub-group of the 
membership to promote a program of interest designed to promote understanding 
of the Classics, pedagogy, or topics within ancient history. To apply for funds, a 
letter outlining the program and its goals, including the intended audience may be 
submitted to: 
Dr. Edward Zarrow, World Languages Department, 
Westwood High School, Westwood, MA 02090; 
781-326-7500 x3372; tzarrow@westwood.k12.ma.us.
Discretionary Funds are awarded four times each year for supplies, ancillary 
materials, or enrichment materials that will enhance a particular project or curricu-
lum, and for which other funding is unavailable. The deadlines are: 1 October 2015; 1 
January 2016; 1 April 2016; and 1 July 2016. Applications may be submitted to: 
Anne Mahoney, 6 Hathon Square, Charlestown, MA 02129; 
ANNE.MAHONEY@tufts.edu
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L I S T  O F  B O O K S  
R E C E I V E D ,  N O V E M B E R  2 0 1 5
Publishers are invited to send new books for this list to  
Prof. Jennifer Clarke Kosak,  
NECJ Book Review Editor, Department of Classics, Bowdoin College, 
7600 College Station, Brunswick, ME 04011;  
jkosak@bowdoin.edu
Marianthe Colakis, Lectiones Memorabiles, vol. I (Selections from Catullus, 
Livy, Ovid, Propertius, Tibullus, and Vergil. Mundelein, IL:  
Bolchazy-Carducci Publishers, Inc., 2015. Pp. xii + 341. Paper  
(ISBN 978-0-86516-829-9) $29.00.
P.J. Finglass and Adrian Kelley, eds., Stesichorus in Context. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015. Pp. xii + 211. Cloth  
(ISBN 978-1-107-06973) $110.00.
Lee Fratantuono, A Reading of Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura. Lanham, ME: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2015. Pp. xii + 505. Cloth (ISBN 978-1-4985-1154-4) 
$140.00.
Mark Golden, Children and Childhood in Classical Athens, 2nd edition. 
Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2015. Pp. xxii +243. Paper 
(ISBN 978-1-4214-1686-1) $24.95.
Michael J. Griffin, Aristotle’s Categories in the Early Roman Empire. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015. Pp. 304. Cloth  
(ISBN 978-0-19-872473-5) $90.00. 
Thomas E. Jenkins, Antiquity Now: The Classical World in the Contemporary 
American Imagination. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015. Pp. 
viii + 253. Cloth (ISBN 978-0-521-19626-0) $99.99.
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Sarah Lepinski and Susanna McFadden, eds., Beyond Iconography: 
Materials, Methods, and Meaning in Ancient Surface Decoration. Boston, 
MA: Archaeological Institute of America, 2015. Pp. vi +218. Paper  
(ISBN 978-1-931-90931-0) $24.95.
Vernon L. Provencal, Sophist Kings: Persians as Other in Herodotus. London 
and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015. Pp. 344. Cloth  
(ISBN 978-1-78093-613-0) $112.00.
Joseph Roisman and Ian Worthington, with Robin Waterfield (trans)., 
Lives of the Attic Orators: Texts from Pseudo-Plutarch, Photius and the Suda. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015. Pp. xx + 381. Paper  
(ISBN 978-0-19-968767-1) $50.00.
David Schur, Plato’s Wayward Path: Literary Form and the Republic. 
Washington, DC: Center for Hellenic Studies, 2015. Pp. 144. Paper  
(ISBN 978-0-674-41721-2) $22.50.
Oliver Taplin, Sophocles: Four Tragedies. A New Verse Translation. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2015. Pp. xl + 341. Cloth  
(ISBN 978-0-19-928623-2) $29.95.
Yasuko Taoka, Lectiones Memorabiles, vol. II (Selections from Horace, 
Lucretius, Seneca, Suetonius, and Tacitus. Mundelein, IL: Bolchazy-
Carducci Publishers, Inc., 2015. Pp. xii +157. Paper  
(ISBN 978-0-86516-830-5) $29.00.
Norman Vance and Jennifer Wallace, The Oxford History of Classical 
Reception in English Literature, vol. IV: 1790-1880. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2015. Pp. 725. Cloth (ISBN 978-0-19-959460-3) $225.00.
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n More than 153,000 registered students in 2015 
n 40 question multiple choice exam 
n Seven levels; Introduction to Latin through Latin VI
n Grammar, reading comprehension, mythology,  
derivatives, literature, Roman life, history and oral Latin
n Gold and silver medals
n Opportunities for Scholarships
n $5 per US student, $7 per foreign student,  
$10 minimum order, to be sent with the application
n N.B. $10 shipping and handling fee per school
n Postmark Deadline for application and payment: January 20, 2016
For Application and Information:
 National Latin Exam 
University of Mary Washington,1301 College Avenue
Fredericksburg,VA 22401
website: www.nle.org  n  email: nle@umw.edu
National Latin exam n since 1977
Sponsored by The American Classical League/National Junior Classical League
2016 National Latin Exam
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CANE’s Emporium 
Romanum is on line!
Visit www.etsy.com/shop/EmporiumRomanum 
to see an array of classical items from the Emporium Romanum
the place to go for teachers and classicists!
Take a minute to browse our shop and see what’s new! 
 » Calendars
 » Stationery
 » Pencils
 » Motto pencils and rulers
 » Blank books
 » Maps
 » Prints
 » And more!
Any questions about the shop or inventory?
Write to Donna Lyons: mdlyons11@yahoo.com
Thank you for your support of CANE!
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CANE’s Classical Calendar  
for the Academic Year 2015-2016
Only $11 each or 3 calendars for $28
 » CANE’s 2015-16 Classical Calendar features 12 stunning photographs printed in 
full color on high-quality paper.
 » Our calendar begins with Sextilis/August 2015 and ends with Quintilis/July 2016.
 » Each month’s 9-by-12-inch photograph illustrates a beautiful art or architectural 
treasure of the ancient Mediterranean world.
 » Latin month and day names are used throughout the calendar.
 » The Latin rendition of Roman date calculation is printed on each day in red ink.
 » Significant historical dates and ancient religious celebrations are noted  
in every month.
 » Solar, lunar, seasonal events for 2015-2016 are marked throughout the year.
 » All photographs in the calendar were taken by classicists and generously donated 
to CANE for this project.
 » An ancillary guide to the photographs and illustrations is included  
with the calendar.
 » Share the joy of the classics! Give CANE’s Classical Calendar to students or 
friends and keep one for yourself! The Calendar makes a perfect gift!
 » Take advantage of our low price for multiple calendar orders!  
Up to 3 calendars can be shipped directly to you for only $5 s/h.
 
Any questions?
Please contact Donna Lyons by email for ordering details: mdlyons11@yahoo.com
We are happy to send you a sample month page upon request!
Payments may be made with check or via PayPal.
The CANE Classical Calendar is published by CANEPress and  
printed by a Master Printer in a small New England shop.
Thank you for your support of CANE!
N O T E S  T O  C O N T R I B U T O R S
1. New England Classical Journal publishes articles, notes and reviews on all aspects of 
classical antiquity of interest to its readership of secondary and  college teachers of the 
Classics, and of other students of the ancient world.
2. Contributions to the “Articles & Notes” section of NECJ are evaluated by blind refer-
eeing and should therefore contain no indication of who their authors are.
3. Manuscripts should be submitted in the first instance as an attachment to email. 
Paper submissions are also accepted, but authors must be prepared to supply a word-
processed document. The preferred word-processing program is MS Word. All Greek 
must be typed using APA Greekkeys. The editors may request a paper copy of the 
submission before final printing.
4. Submissions should be doubled-spaced throughout, including between  paragraphs, 
and typed in single font size throughout (thus e.g. no large capitals or small print). 
Italics should be used instead of underlining. Boldface type should be avoided in favor 
of italics.
5. All text should be left-justified (ragged-right). Hard returns should be used only 
at the ends of verses and paragraphs, and not at the ends of continuous prose lines. 
Similarly, tabs and/or indents should be used instead of resetting margins in the 
course of the manuscript. For difficult matters of citation, contributors should consult 
The Chicago Manual of Style. A specific NECJ style sheet is also available upon request 
from the Editor-in-Chief.
6. Materials for the various sections of NECJ should be sent directly to the appropriate 
section editors. (See inside front cover as well as at the head of each section.)
7. Manuscripts and other materials will normally be returned only if a stamped, self-
addressed envelope is enclosed with the submission.

